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Federal-State Joint Board on Universal
Service: Established of Rural Task Force
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GILA RIVER TELECOMMUNICATIONS, INC.

Dear Mr. Caton:

Mr. i iam F. Caton, Secretary
1919 M Street, N.W., Room 222
Federal Communications Commission
Washington, D.C. 20554

Sincerely,

aU/G, p~~
Robert N. Porter Ca::J
Co-chairman
National Tribal Telephone Association

In accordance with the Commission's Public Notice of September 17,1997, The National
Tribal Telephone Association (NTTA) nominates Mr. J. D. Williams of Eagle Butte, South Dakota to
one of the Category 7 positions on the Rural Task Force. A detailed biography of Mr. Williams is
attached.

The NTTA was organized in March of 1997 by five tribally owned and operated telephone
companies and two tribal telephone entities in development. The purpose of the organization is to
provide a forum for tribally controlled telephone companies to share business growth opportunities
and discuss effects of regulatory and industry changes on tribal telephone companies. Mr. Williams
is a co-chair of NTTA.

NTTA believes Mr. Williams is highly and uniquely qualified to represent the concerns of
Native Americans on the Rural Task Force. The challenge of extending universal service to Native
American communities is among the most difficult facing the Joint Board and the Commission. Mr.
Williams' extensive knowledge of both the economic and social issues facing Native American
communities complements his substantial experience with the technical and economic requirements
for providing rural areas with high quality modem telecommunications meeting the requirements of
the Commission's Universal service rules.
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Nominee:

Contact
Information:

Employment
History:

Nominee
Category:

Professional
Qualifications:

Regulatory
Experience:

Background 
Engineering

Rural Task Force
Professional Qualifications for Nominee

J. D Williams
General Manager

Cheyenne River Sioux Telephone Authority (CRST)
100 Main Street
Eagle Butte, SD 57625

Phone: (605) 964-2600
Fax: (605) 964-1000

1981 - 1982 Fiscal Systems Officer CRST Telephone Authority
1982 - 1985 Management Assistant CRST Telephone Authority
1985 - Present General Manager CRST Telephone Authority

Other non ILEC participants (other appropriate representatives,
including those representing the concerns of Native Americans)

Bachelor of SciencelBusiness Administration in 1979 from Black
Hills State College
Sixteen years' experience in the telecommunications industry
Twelve years as General Manager of a rural Tribally owned
telephone company

In his present position as General Manager, Mr. Williams has been
responsible for regulatory work of C.R.S.T Telephone Authority,
an Indian-Owned Telecommunications Company, that does not fall
under the authority of the state of South Dakota's regulatory
authority. Mr Williams has been instrumental in developing
company tariffs and coordinating regulatory issues based on tribal
sovereignty concepts which is unique in the regulatory arena. His
company, C.R.S.T. Telephone Authority was the only Indian
Owned Telco in the United States until the 1990's when another
four Indian-Owned Telco Organizations were founded.

Mr Williams' responsibility as General Manager requires a strong
knowledge base in basic telecommunications network operations.
Over the course of time, Mr. Williams has acquired continued
education and hands on field application through various seminars
and actual involvement with field situations. His telco covers a
4,600 square mile area and with just over one subscriber per mile
of plant presents significant engineering challenges.



Representation
of a variety of
ecconomic and
social interests:

Mr. Williams has a long history of working as a manager for this
unique company located in rural America which serves
predominately Indian country. His involvement with the South
Dakota Telecommunication Association and other local
organizations has provided a well, rounded knowledge base for
understanding the challenges of rural companies. His company
serves an area that has a agriculture based economy.
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A Prophecy Fulfilled:
Building the lakota Community

BY JIM FRYER

I've alwavs heard that South Dakota is one
of America's best-keep secrets. Now that
I've been there. I know it's true.

The realization came to me en route to Eagle
Butte, South Dakota to cover the Cheyenne
River Sioux Tribe (CRST) Telephone Author
ity's involvement in a 1994 Jimmy Carter Work
Project. sponsored by Habitat for Humanity In
ternational. Habitat for Humanity is a non
profit. Christian housing organization dedi
cated to eliminating substandard housing
worldwide. CRST was the first Indian reser
vation Habitat selected for a week-long build
ing blitz. A blitz is house-raising party on a
grand scale - in a single week. Habitat volun
teers build 30 houses from start to finish for
qualified families.

I traveled to Eagle Butte in late July to shoot the
story for the fall edition of NTCA's Video Connec
tion video magazine. The story promised to be a
video producer's dream: one filled with human in
terest and support from the local telephone cooper
ative, with former President Jimmy Carter playing a
leading role.

Jim Felter is NTCA saudiovisual producer.

Former President and Habitat for Humanity Volunteer
Jimmy Carter

It turned out to be all of that and more. My assistant
and I would spend the next several weeks camping on a
bluff overlooking the Cheyenne River; all the motels
within 90 miles of Eagle Butte were filled to capacity,
booked months in advance to accommodate the influx of
media and volunteers arriving for the Habitat project.
Sleeping outdoors, I soon began to realize why the local
people feel so connected to their land.

The reservation, or "rez" as it is commonly called by
its 9,000 Lakota-Sioux inhabitants, covers 46,<ro square
miles of beautiful rolling hills and endless plains. Sun
rises and sunsets flood the open sky in brilliant hues of
reds, pinks, and amber. Coyotes greet the dusk, howling
at the rising moon as they embark on their nightly hunt.
And like the song says, the deer and antelope play.

Located in central South Dakota, Eagle Butte is the
tribal headquarters for the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe
Reservation. When we got into town, Eagle Butte was
bustling, in part because of the onslaught of Habitat vol-
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eRST Telephone Authority donated generously - in telephone plant and oolun
teer labor - to the home-building blitz.

With all volunteer labor, Habitat for Humanity built 30
homes in Eagle Butte in one week.

Williams said that up until then he
had never had a phone. and there
were only a few multiparty lines serv
ing the entire reservation. Today the
Telephone Authority owns five ex
changes, all with digital switching.
and has the fiber in place to provide
distance learning and make sure the
reservation will be ready for the in
formation superhighway.

These accomplishments in and of
themselves are something to be
proud of, but the Telephone ~Ulh~)r

ity has also been able to rhverslfy
and become a business leader.
spearheading local econom~~' ~lcvel
opment ventures. Says \\ J1llar~ls,

"There is skepticism about Indian
people running their .own busi
nesses. We've had our taduJ"l's, but I
think that CRST Telephone Author
itv and the Cheyenne RiVl'r Sioux
Tribe are involwd in a very dynamic
process. I think we're proving the
skeptics wrong."

After divestiture in 19~4. the Tele
phone Authority board decided it
needed to diversify to stay alive in a
newly competitive environment. TIle
board formed eRST Telephone
Sales and Service, creating four new
full-time positions and one part-time
position, bringing its staff up to 21.

Mark Van Norman. the tribal at
torney, says. "I think the Telephone

In the Beginning
CRST Telephone
Authority was
formed with a
Rural Electrifica
tion Administration
(REA) loan in 1977.

of the Telephone Authority's involve
ment in community development.
According to Williams, CRST Tele
phone Authority and its related busi
nesses provide employment for 55
people, and "99 percent of them
come from the local community."
Thus, "the up and coming youth
have an opportunity to stay in the
community, and I guess that's what

rural development
is all about."

Williams is a dy
namic force. the
type of manager
who is always on
the go. In the first
few minutes of our
meeting it became
obvious he had his
finger on the pulse
of the community.
It was going to
take a lot of physi
cal and mental en
ergy to keep up
with him.

unteers, but also because it has be
come the economic center of the
area. Builders were working on the
new Super 8 motel being con
structed on the highway leading into
town, next to the Cultural Center
and Pow-Wow grounds. On Main
Street. employees were preparing
for the grand opening of the new
17,OO().square-foot supermarket. The
town was energized.

Appropriately, CRST Telephone
Authority's offices are in the center
of town. General Manager J.D.
Williams explained how CRST Tele
phone Authority was directly in
volved in the Habitat Project: It do
nated more than $100,000 worth of
outside plant and construction time
for the new homes; set temporary
phone and fax lines for the media
and Habitat volunteers; and helped
with the construction. Every em
ployee and board member would
volunteer for at least a day to help
build the homes.

What I quickly learned was that
the Habitat project was just one facet
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In july, tribal leaders celebrated the opening (~(fhc Lakota TlmftyM(lJ1. a rilil-srl
via grocery owncd and operated by thr tribr.

Autlwrit\ ha'- <I stron.!; corporal('
Slruclun' in tnI11:' oj having all inck
pt'IHh-nt board. Ikcaust' it is n'spon
siVl' to t/w markel. it has b('en ablt,
1<1 t'xpalHI and to n'cogni/t, opportu
Ilitit,:, and takt, action tl) nwet t!lOSI'
oppOr1uni tit '..,.

Leading the Community Toward
Growth
Ih' 111i'\~ tlw TekphOI1<' Authority had
))('COI11 I, thi' busim'ss h'ader on thi'
n·st'lvatioll. TIt<, board realized that
bv diversifyin.LC into other areas. it
had tIl<' ability to create jobs on the
n'servation. It then purchased the lo
cal propane gas retail company and
cn'all,d C]wy('nnt' I<iv('r C;as 
many of th(' homes Oil the reS('lva
tioll an' heated by propane. The
board saw both a community m~ed

<lnd busilwss opportunity.
Later that same year. the board

decided to bu~' tilt' local pay t('levi
sion compam and set up Cheyenne
I<iver Cabk 'IT. TIlt' CAn' busilwss
has grown from several hundred
su bscribers in two towns to more
than J.()()(J subscribers in four com
munities. Today Cheyenne River Ca
ble 'fY is abo offering Direct Broad
cast Satellite. All the while. the com
pany worked to create new jobs.
keep revenue on the reservation.
and improve the quality of life for its
people.

Keeping Money Where the
Mouths Are
Riding on these successes, the board
identified another community need.
For years the local grocery store
was owned by a private off-reserva
tion supermarket chain. The next
closest supermarket was in Pierre.
more than 90 miles away. and many
oj the local people didn't own cars.
Unjortunately. the chain took advan
tage of its monopoly and charged in
flated prices. It wasn't uncommon
for shoppers to have to pay two clol-

lars for a loaf of bread or a dozen
eggs. Thes(' high prices hit hard on
the economically depressed reserva
tion. In addition. being an off-reser
vation corporation meant that impor
tant dollars were leaving the area.

1111' CRST Telephone Authority
board applied ior and received an In
dian Community I kve!opment Block
Grant and set up a grocery market
ing corporation called the Lakota
ThriftyMal1. In .July. tilt' opening oj a
17.000-square-foot. fully stocked, rea
sonably priced supermarket gaY('
everyone on the reselvation a senst:'
oj pride and reason to celebrate. The
iact that the 111rifty:\lal1 is owned
and operated by the tribe means thal
the flow of money remains on the
reservation. food prices an' lower.
and 3::i new jobs are in place.

Says 111riftyMal1 :\!,mager Bernie
La Plante, "I worked for the previous
manager. and he had about 20 people
employed. We went from that to now
employing :\::i. 'We took inexperi
ent'ed workers and gaY(' them the
chance to learn the grocery business
from the ground up. I think I can
speak jor all my department heads:
they really appreciate the opportunity
the board has given them to take on
these roles. WE' look forward to hav-
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ing a thriving. successful busiIlt'ss."
The grocny marketing corpora

tion has alreach become a spring
board for future endeavors. Plans
arc bein,Q' made to open a conve
nientT store and gas station in one
of the reservation's most remo!t'
communities. Cherry Creek.

-n1e business success oj the Tele
phone Authority is having residual
effects in that its entrepreneurial
spirit is spreading: Eagle Butte is
now the third fastest-growing com
munity ill South Dakota, Juring out
side investors and business interests.

Because of the remoteness of the
reselvation. these people and other
travelers often makt:, overnight trips.
111(' closest motel to Eagle Butte is 40
miles away in Faith - and it's usually
lull. says Williams. For almost 20
years the tribe has been trying to
build a motel on the reservation.

Several years ago when looking
into possible economic development
projects, the tribe conducted a feasi
bili\}' study and proved its need for a
motel. The tribe presented its find
ings to the Super .'\ Motel headquar
ters and purchased a S20,OOO fran
chise license in 1991. \Vith a go-per
cent-guaranteed loan from the Small
Business Administration. the tribe



The n('[(' Super 8 lIIotel, scheduled to open the end ofNovember, will give tourists
and others visiting the Eagle Butte area a convenient place to stay.

I',len

began construction shortly there
after. The motel will include 40
rooms and a conference center. Con
struction should be completed by
the end of I\ovember.

Orville 1\lestes, director of the Of
tice of Planning and Economic Devel
opment for the Cheyenne River Sioux
Tribe. comments. "One of the things
that's happened as a result ofthe suc
cessful ventures of the Telephone Au
thority is management expertise. In
this case we are training our own peo
ple to become managers. I think
that's key to any1hing. We are going
to hire an Indian manager here and
have that person trained to manage
the hotel. We don't need outside
management. We are educated. so
phisticated, and everything else. I
think we can do it ourselves,"

Once the Super 8 motel is com
plete, the Lakota people plan on
drawing on their colorful native cul
ture to attract tourism. These are a
people who have a great pride in
their heritage and native American
traditions, They believe in a duality
of existence. a spiritual connection to
everything they do, As an outsider, I
found it refreshing to hear business
leaders speak not only in terms of
dollars and the bottom line, but also

as to what each endeavor means to
the spiritual health of their commu
nity, I believe this is one reason the
tribe places an emphasis on commu
nitv instead of individual profit. An
ex~mple of this spiritual connection
can perhaps best be seen in the
tribe's reintroduction of the buffalo
on the reservation and the formation
of the Buffalo Corporation,

AProphecy Fulfilled
The buffalo means many things to
the Lakota people, From a business
standpoint. raising buffalo is more
profitable than raising cattle. A buf
falo cow sells for around 31.200, com
pared with a domestic cow. which
sells for around 3750, Buffalo prices
tend to stay level. and domestic cattle
prices tend to fluctuate, Also, because
buffalo are indigenous to the South
Dakota plains, they are better suited
for the rough winters, can eat the na
tive grasses, and require less care.
Health-conscious Americans also are
discovering that buffalo meat is natu·
rally leaner than domestic cattle.

The buffalo are also a tourist at
traction. As I stood in the middle of
the herd that stretched out over the
plains. I understood why, The buf
falo are an integral part of American

legend and \atiVt, AnHTll'all cultur,
In additioll tIl thl' l'l'olHimil' !\\bOII-.
the reintroductioll of bUllal1 I will IT
abk mon' ol us tl) >';('(' thl'Sl' <lllimai,
on their nati\'(, ground and tu h(,ttl"

understand tlll'ir plan in hislo!l.
and tlllls. our own. I tound till' I'XJh

rience exhilaratin,l:
The tribe\; exciteI11l'I11 about till'

reintroductioI1 ol bulla!t l l'an\<
through in every intervil'\\ I COll'
ducted, but it was much I1H1n thaI:
just economics or tourism - it \\a~

·spiritual. .I\lthough the Buf1alo lor
poration represents another l'CI)'
nomic center for the Lakota ~wopk.

it also fulfills an ancient prophecv
The buffalo returning to the Lakota
people signab the beginning of a
time of prosperity. a return to a nat
ural balance that will allow the Lakota
to regain their past glory,

It seems less than coincidental
that with the help of the REA Eagk
Butte was able to start growing, It
would be repetitive to reexamine tilt'
role telecommunications plays in eco
nomic development. but it can never
be stated too strongly the role tele
phone cooperatives play in commu
nitv development. CRST Telephone
Au'thority and the Cheyenne River
Sioux Tribe are a shining example of
how government-supported pro
grams. such as REA. can have ripple
effects. spawning new businesses.
creating new jobs, and strengthening
communities from the inside out.

"I think [the REA] is one of the
finest organizations that I've ever
known," former President Jimmy
Carter told me. "REA has a solid
foundation with farms. with agricul
tural families. its historical impor
tance, its ability to bring people to
gether in a democratic organization
and let them say what is best for
their own community, no matter
whether it's recreation or health care
or education, or better facilities for
people to live or even jobs, I think
the REA has a foundation on which
good lives can be built for all people."


